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by
Meredith C. Friedman
In recent decades, attention to textile art has flourished. The growth of
contemporary studies committed to revising fiber’s hierarchical categorization represents
a discursive turn heavily weighted within feminist inquiry. The interrelation between
textile techniques and constructs of femininity and domesticity was at the base of a robust
interdisciplinary field of feminist theory developing around the 1970s in the US. Often
referred to as the second wave of feminism, this era experienced scholars and artists
proposing the medium’s capacity to counter the elusive genre’s marginalization and, by
extension, presenting textile’s ability to subvert notions of gender difference. This
analysis aims to highlight the limitations of the frameworks driving mainstream
Euro-American feminism during the second wave, specifically the problematic
assumption that the disadvantages faced by women of color are the same as those of
white women. This study investigates the limits of second wave feminism with regards to
classed, raced, sexualized, and gendered constructs that influence how textiles have been
critically presented since the 1970s. Highlighting the contemporary practices of Emma
Amos, Faith Ringgold, Tschabalala Self, and Chiffon Thomas, the analysis reveals
textile’s capacity for restitching history, engaging with subjecthood, examining identity,
and communicating the complexity of the material and its alignment with the complexity
of lived experiences historically omitted from canonical consideration.

Table of Contents
List of Illustrations

ii

Acknowledgements

iv

Introduction
1
“Textile-Based”: The Marginalization of the Handmade ……………………………. 2
Feminist Textile Discourse: Revisiting The Subversive Stitch ……………………… 5
Chapter I: Methods for Mending Historical Erasure
10
The Legacy and Limitations of Western Mainstream Feminism ……………………10
The Combahee River Collective and Black Feminist Artists ………………………. 13
Hybridization of Technique and Unraveling Erasure: Emma Amos and Faith
Ringgold ……………………………………………………………………………..15
Chapter 2: The Materiality of Subjecthood and Representation
24
Ideology, Subjecthood, and Representation …………………………………………26
Tschabalala Self: Piecing and Stitching Subjecthood ………………………………. 28
Chapter 3: Fluid Materiality and Queer Textile-Based Practice
34
Cloth and the Queer Community …………………………………………………… 35
Identity Fragmentation and Repair: Chiffon Thomas ………………………………. 36
Chapter 4: Implications of Institutional Display and Curatorial Practice

42

Conclusion

46

Catalog of Illustrations

52

Bibliography

61

Appendix

66

i

List of Illustrations
Fig.1. Emma Amos, Sandy and Her Husband, 1973.
Oil on canvas, 44 1/2 x 50 1/4 inches.
The Cleveland Museum of Art, Ohio.
John L. Severance Fund.
© Emma Amos / Licensed by VAGA at Artists Rights Society (ARS), NY.
https://www.clevelandart.org/art/2018.24# (accessed December 5, 2021).
Fig. 2. Emma Amos, Flower Sniffer, 1966.
Oil on canvas, 50 × 50 inches (127 × 127 cm).
Brooklyn Museum, New York.
William K. Jacobs, Jr. Fund, © artist or artist's estate.
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/222925 (accessed
December 5, 2021).
Fig.3. Emma Amos, Into the Dangerous World I Leapt (Blake) & The Design Falls,
1988.
Acrylic on canvas with hand-woven fabric and African fabric borders, diptych,
top: 33 x 65 inches (83.8 x 165.1 cm); bottom: 33 1/4 x 67 1/2 inches (84.5 x
171.5 cm).
Ryan Lee Gallery, New York.
© Emma Amos, Courtesy the estate of the artist and Ryan Lee Gallery, New York.
https://vzr76arent2yanf32k2wfp19-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/
2015/04/Amos-Selected-Press.pdf (accessed December 5, 2021).
Fig.4. Faith Ringgold, Who’s Afraid of Aunt Jemima?, 1983.
Acrylic on canvas, dyed, painted and pieced fabric, 90 x 80 inches (229 x 203
cm).
ACA Galleries, New York.
© Faith Ringgold / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
https://www.glenstone.org/art/exhibition/faith-ringgold/ (accessed December 12,
2021).
Fig.5. Tschabalala Self, Ol’ Bay , 2019.
Painted canvas, fabric, digital rendering on canvas, hand-colored photocopy,
photocopy, paper, Flashe, gouache, and acrylic on canvas, 96 × 84 inches (243.8
× 213.4 cm).
Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston.
© Tschabalala Self Studio, Courtesy the artist and MoMA PS1, New York.
ii

Photo by Charles Mayer.
https://www.icaboston.org/articles/friday-art-notes-ol%E2%80%99-bay (accessed
December 2, 2021).
Fig.6. Chiffon Thomas, I’ll See For You If You Speak For Me, 2020.
Fabric, chalk pastel, embroidery floss, thread and window screen mesh, 21 1/2 x
20 inches.
Kohn Gallery, New York.
© Chiffon Thomas, Courtesy the artist and Kohn Gallery.
https://www.kohngallery.com/myselves-1 (accessed January 1, 2022).
Fig.7. Chiffon Thomas, A mother who had no mother, 2018.
Embroidery floss, acrylic paint, and canvas on window screen, 57 x 44.5 inches.
Goldfinch Gallery, Chicago, Illinois.
Image courtesy the artist and Goldfinch Gallery.
https://goldfinch-gallery.com/chanel-chiffon-thomas-fractured-reality/ (accessed
January 1, 2022).
Fig.8. Chiffon Thomas, Untitled, 2020. Installation view.
Black pigment, paint, chalk pastels, bible books, semi rigid plastic, polyurethane
foam, 17 x 9 x 12 inches.
Kohn Gallery, New York.
Digital image © Chiffon Thomas, Courtesy the artist and Kohn Gallery.
https://www.kohngallery.com/thomas-1 (accessed January 1, 2022).
Fig.9. Chiffon Thomas, Untitled, 2021. Installation view.
Silicone, charcoal dust, embroidery floss, wire, windows, 88 x 43 x 20 inches.
Kohn Gallery, New York.
© Chiffon Thomas, Courtesy the artist and Kohn Gallery.
https://www.kohngallery.com/thomas-1 (accessed January 1, 2022).

iii

Acknowledgements
Throughout the process of writing this thesis, I have received a vast amount of support
and assistance.
I would first like to thank my advisor, Dr. Aliza Shvarts, for her incredible guidance,
indispensable advice, and whose expertise was invaluable for addressing the concepts
discussed throughout this paper. Your insight has broadened my critical thinking to a
sharper level, and your feedback has continued to be a resource of information, support,
and encouragement that pushed me out of my own way both within and outside of this
process.
I would also like to acknowledge all of the faculty at the Sotheby’s Institute, for whom I
am grateful to have had the opportunity to work with and learn from.
Additionally, I owe a great thanks to my family: my father for inducting me into the
artworld before I could walk; my sister, whose sympathetic ear and valuable counsel
(alongside those of our father) were vital throughout this endeavor. Thank you to my
friends and husband, for listening to long winded analyses, engaging in stimulating
discussions, and finding ways to happily distract my mind when needed.
This paper is dedicated to my late mother Jane Furse who, despite leaving this world too
soon, is remembered for her ability to create impactful narratives. Similar to life
imprinting itself on a piece of cloth, the memory of your journalistic integrity and passion
for storytelling is woven into these pages.

iv

Introduction
Textiles remember. This is not something that we necessarily ask of them, nor is it
something that we can divert them doing. They do it regardless. And the memory
of the textile is unremittingly democratic: moments of joy and tragedy are
recorded on the surface and embedded into the structure of cloth, without
permission and often without intention. Textiles remember, in part, because they
are hostage to their own fragility. Unlike that of metal or stone, the life span of
textile is not dissimilar to that of our own bodies: newness gradually replaced by
wear and tear until worn out.1
Craft, both the objects made and the processes of making them, traverses across
social relations, economic exchanges, ideological strategies, and traditional techniques.
The historical contestation of the term and its affiliated disciplines have long been
subjects of interest in interdisciplinary fields of academic scholarship and artistic
practice. Many essays and books have charted the term’s alienation from the fine arts –
some attributing the distinction to the form’s utilitarian functions, others pointing to the
historical consequences of industrial innovation, and others still linking the craft to
gender differences, particularly with fiber-based work. Over recent decades, attention to
textile culture has grown, allowing its study and practice to accrue critical currency.
Contemporary postcolonial and women’s studies have committed to re-evaluating
hierarchical classifications of art and design, thus giving new meaning to textiles. These
diverse philosophies and approaches have consequently re-examined the chronology of
textiles.
Contemporary art practices have furthered efforts to reconstruct discursive
frameworks surrounding textiles. These efforts are manifest in the many practitioners in
the art market that have devoted institutional displays to the art form, for example, the
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Whitney Museum of American Art’s Making Knowing: Craft Art, 1950-2019 in New
York, traveling exhibitions such as those featuring the quilts from Gee’s Bend, and
fetching sales that exceed auction estimates.2 The significant turn of institutional and
critical recognition appears to be an attempt to counter the elusive genre’s
marginalization. This shift in focus also gives weight to material culture’s ability to
signify and shape societal power relations that persist today.
For these reasons, this introduction examines the pioneering frameworks that have
fought against the relegation of textiles to the margins of art. Without discrediting their
contributions to the field, it highlights the limitations of these frameworks particularly
considering female and queer artists of color in the United States. The following sections
contextualize the marginalization of the handmade, revisit Rozsika Parker’s seminal text,
The Subversive Stitch, and discuss the limitations of the US’s second-wave feminist
movement in the 1970s and its evolution to the present.

“Textile-Based”: The Marginalization of the Handmade
New York-based writer and curator Glenn Adamson suggests that the degree to
which craft and craft-making has been marginalized is partially due to its dependency on
embodied knowledge.3 Sarat Maharaj’s 2001 essay “Textile Art – Who Are You?”
poetically outlines the author’s assortment of possible definitions that clarify what it
means for something to identify as textile-based. The nature and construction of the
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author’s writing mimics the variable nature of the medium and its applications. Drawing
a connection to philosopher Jacques Derrida and the concept of the “undecidable,”
Maharaj articulates the nature of textile art’s instability. She writes that textile art is
“something that seems to belong to one genre but overshoots its border and seems no less
at home in another. Belongs to both, we might say, by not belonging to either.” 4 This
understanding may enable readers to derive sweeping conclusions from the displayed
textile’s conceptual narratives, but does not allow the work as art to be divorced from the
medium’s more quotidian utility:
However much the ‘quilt’ aspires to the state of ‘artwork’, it does not shake itself
free of references to the world of making and producing. Hung up on a wall,
framed put on display, it catches our attention as statement of form, colour,
texture…But we never quite manage to set aside its ties with the world of uses
and functions, with the notion of wrapping up, keeping warm, sleep and comfort,
some feeling of hearth and home. In all of this, it is no less easy to blank out
memories of its links with the domain of processes, crafts, and techniques.5
The difficulty of explicitly verbalizing textile as art is thus weighted by its
evasiveness to categorization, which complicates the boundaries set forth by
self-contained genres. This inability to categorize it may explain its alienation from the
fabric of fine art. Textile history – both one of contestation and ambiguity – provides a
site abundant with semantics that is distinct from other fields of study. This distinction
largely comes from the fact that the material dimension of cloth corresponds to broader
relational and sociopolitical implications, namely memory, representation, and
consumptive exchange. For these reasons, textile and textile-making are useful vehicles
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through which social ideas can push against the meticulously patrolled and hegemonic
boundaries of art.
The politics of materiality – entangled in a web of social, economic, and
utilitarian histories – allow textiles to be an effective instrument of critique. The function
of materiality politics within contemporary art practice exercises the medium’s tacit
nature to echo similar complexities found among social domains, which then redirects
awareness to textile’s political potential to disrupt the Euro-Western canon. There are
differences across artistic praxes of orientation and purpose, but many praxes probe the
emblematic power of textile methods, which are paradoxically constituted by the
medium’s secondary status in the history of art and its affiliations with utility, craft, and
femininity.
The interrelation between textile techniques and constructs of femininity and
domesticity was at the base of a robust interdisciplinary field of feminist inquiry
developing in the 1970s in the US. This analysis seeks to expand on the material
dimension of fiber as one not limited to definitive and dualistic gender differences of
male and female. Art historian and curator Julia Bryan-Wilson notes that contemporary
textile art practice is a “...privileged site for arguments about the politics of
handicraft…[and] some of these arguments have been particularly limited with regard to
class, race, and gender.”6
Beginning in the late 1960s, many feminist artists focused on the politics of
handicraft, which continued through the 1970s and 1980s to be a frame of reference for
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challenging the dominant power structures that cultivate gender oppression and dictate
institutional participation in the art world. These efforts sought to subvert prevailing
social and political orders of influence, and many interventions operated via a
universalized lens of feminism.

Feminist Textile Discourse: Revisiting The Subversive Stitch
Julia Bryan-Wilson’s 2017 book Fray: Art and Textile Politics articulates the
historical and current implications of textiles – implications that are situated in the
debate, contestation, controversy, and the substance surrounding gendered labor.7 She
notes that much of the interest fueling these conversations revolves around skepticism
toward the division of high and low art and textiles’ position within this division – a
debate that has been prominent for centuries.8 These disparities, specifically the binary
divisions between female/male and textile art/fine art, are also the subject of Rozsika
Parker’s frequently referenced book The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making
of the Feminine.
First published in 1984 and reprinted in 2010, Parker’s Subversive Stitch is often
heralded as one of the earliest contemporary studies of gender and sewing.9 Parker maps
the historical trajectory of women’s domestication and its relation to embroidery as a
genesis for the construction of femininity.10 She describes the history of the sewing
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technique beginning with the division of labor during the European Renaissance, during
which men were compensated for their needlework while women were assigned to
unpaid and amateur domestic sewing.11 Surveying pious and societal shifts, Parker
illustrates the progressive stigma assigned to women completing paid work outside of the
home. This stigma reinforces two key mechanisms: one, the household is a favored site
for production; two, the labor performed is uncompensated. Within these confines, and
safeguarded by the threat of defamation, came the notion that a woman’s ‘proper’ place is
the home. In the same way, domestic embroidery was soon considered a respectful and
productive activity that spoke to the proclivity of the woman performing it, which only
codified women as “chaste,” “obedient,” and “quiet.” Parker explains “Ignorance was
equated with innocence; domesticity was a defense against promiscuity.”12
Parker puts forth robust and sound arguments; however, they have limitations. As
Lisa Vinebaum points out in her essay “The Subversive Stitch Revisited,” there are scarce
instances in which Parker acknowledges the existence of women being compensated for
embroidery.13 The disproportionate attention paid to middle-class domesticity and the
subsequent ‘subversive’ stitches that mobilized feminist movements (e.g., the British
Suffragettes and feminist fiber art) verges on the romanticization of unpaid domestic
labor.
The Victorian era’s equation of embroidery and femininity was eventually
adopted in the twentieth century, in which femininity was considered an inherent and
natural trait. This adopted construction was later absorbed as a strategic catalyst for
11

Ibid., 60-82.
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deconstructing societal standards of art and, by extension, gender. For example,
avant-garde artists initially wanted to “transform the relationship of art to society, and the
place of women within society.”14 Similar adaptations continued following the Second
World War, but Parker mostly associates contemporary feminism not to a rejection of
femininity but a reclaiming of the term and rejecting of its negative connotations.
Naming exemplative subversive stitchers and citing works by Judy Chicago, Kate
Walker, and Catherine Riley, among others, Parker makes her final compelling argument:
For women today, the contradictory and complex history of embroidery is
important because it reveals that definitions of sexual difference, and definitions
of art and artist so weighted against women, are not fixed. They have shifted over
the centuries, and they can be transformed again.15
Although she makes this claim, it is unclear whether she actually means it. The open
invitation, it would seem, encourages critical examination of the complex histories of
categorization and generalization that also make up much of Parker’s own content. She
charts the roles of embroidery and women within a Euro-American diegesis that does not
consider a single artist of color. Parker’s nominal theorizing falls short within its narrow
lens, which fails to capture interests and practices outside of continental Europe and the
US and textile methodologies deployed by non-white, non-heterosexual, non-binary
artists.
In the 2010 edition of The Subversive Stitch, Parker introduces the book by
attempting to contextualize her writings on the neglect of women artists and the
subjugation of forms associated with femininity as being “under the impetus of Second
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Wave Feminism.”16 Parker then makes the debatable claim that, unlike those conditions
in 1984, “there is no longer a thriving political environment of women” in contemporary
society.17 This declaration discredits the movements emerging both prior to and during
the second wave; furthermore, it does not seem to consider how these movements have
evolved since. Refuting feminist activity – and its existence – beyond the scope of The
Subversive Stitch demonstrates that Parker erases feminist practices that did occur and did
use fiber techniques in the 1970s and 1980s and yet remain unconsidered. For these
reasons, it is necessary to critically examine the legacy of mainstream feminism, its
relation to textile discourse, and the limited consideration of classed, raced, sexualized,
and gendered formations that have influenced how textiles are critically presented since
the 1970s.
The problematics within mainstream feminism and the covert forms of historical
erasure are encapsulated in Parker’s overlooking of the innumerable ways many of her
contemporaries and artists working today engage with textiles to subvert systems of
oppression. For these reasons, this paper focuses on how Black feminism has contested
mainstream feminist’s erasure of female and queer people of color. Focusing on artists
Emma Amos, Faith Ringgold, Tschabalala Self, and Chiffon Thomas, this paper
highlights how artists are utilizing textiles as means of restitching history, examining
identity, and communicating the complexity of material as it relates to the complexity of
lived experiences previously omitted from discursive consideration.

16
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The first chapter focuses on how mainstream feminism in the US fails to
acknowledge the lived experience of women of color. The Black feminist organization
The Combahee River Collective address this issue while artists Emma Amos and Faith
Ringgold use textiles to look back and draw from narratives withheld from art discourse.
Using a combination of methods such as fabric and paint, and quilting, the artists
navigate ways of making that articulate dimensional perspectives and visual narratives
that combat flattened depictions Black women’s lived experience. Chapter two will
expand on notions of Black women’s bodies as subject by utilizing first-hand accounts
with the artist Tschabalala Self, including an interview conducted between the author and
the artist. These sources will focus on ideological and racial interpellation, and the
formation of the subject. Pointing to Self’s methods of textiles and semiosis, the analysis
will demonstrate how her subjects transcend subjecthood. The final chapter will examine
the use of textile among the queer community, and how the medium lends itself to be an
appropriate site for exploring non-heterosexual and non-cisgender identity. Artist Chiffon
Thomas’ practice demonstrates the ways that embroidery techniques can communicate
more than subversion of femininity, it can also hold tension between the variety of ways
identity blurs between categorizations. This analysis will conclude with the implications
of institutional display and curatorial practice. Skepticism toward contemporary textile
art’s growth in critical currency questions who is truly benefiting from the valorization of
hand making by artists of color, and what systems does this currency reinforce.

9

Chapter I: Methods for Mending Historical Erasure
In her analysis, Crenshaw pointed out that Black women…were located at the
intersection of both racial discrimination and gender discrimination. Crenshaw
wrote that no justice could be done to Black women, or any women of color, if it
did not consider both race and gender in its analysis.18
This chapter considers how textile is an effective artistic strategy for addressing,
and mending, historical instances of erasure. Applying concepts developed in Rafia
Zakaria’s Against White Feminism: Notes on Disruption, it demonstrates how much of
mainstream Western feminism conflictingly reinforces the systems it is meant reform.
Focusing on the concepts put forth by the Combahee River Collective and additional
Black feminist artistic practices, this chapter confronts the limitations of the white
feminism that has formed much of the second wave’s emergence, which coincided with
the civil rights movement. In doing so, it discusses fiber, and its affiliative methods, as a
site where hybridized techniques allow memory excavation to intersect with
contemporary conditions to form a restitched version of history.

The Legacy and Limitations of Western Mainstream Feminism
In Against White Feminism: Notes on Disruption, civil rights attorney, activist,
and journalist Rafia Zakaria lucidly argues that feminism must acknowledge its
problematic provenance, rooted in whiteness. Zakaria directs attention to the paradoxical
genealogies of the British and US suffrage movements. The British suffragists, despite
fighting for women’s right to vote, refused to support India’s suffrage movement for
political parity and independence from British colonial rule; US suffragists gave
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precedence to white women over Black men.19 This discussion of the emergence of
feminist movements in Europe and the US serves as the basis for Zakaria’s argument that
white womanhood is centered as universal, which is perpetuated by the ways in which the
constructed center of the global West has valorized many feminist figures as speaking for
all women. For example, theorists and activists such as Simone de Beauvoir and Gloria
Steinem have been sanctioned as heroines for the cause without much debate despite the
ways in which factors of race are rarely, if ever, factored into their campaign for gender
equality. De Beauvoir’s Second Sex, for example, clues into existential concepts such as
the idea of “other” while still pioneering the white woman as feminism’s universal
subject.20
To question celebrated figures and philosophy and associate them with white
supremacy risks triggering a range of defensive responses including anger, fear, and
silence. The absence of an epistemic skepticism satiates these instances of so-called
“white fragility.” White fragility refers to a defensive emotional response caused by the
discomfort felt around discussions of racial inequality and protects a state of “racial
comfort” while also “lowering the ability to tolerate race.”21 Avoidance, in this sense,
caters to a system that prioritizes white sensibility over the lived reality of women and
people of color, thereby strengthening regimes of power through which white supremacy
operates.

19
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In an interview with the Los Angeles Times, Zakaria maps the contested waters
that eventually led to her August 2021 publication. 22 When first proposing the concept,
Zakaria was dissuaded by her (former) agent from including the word “white” – which
further confirms the crux of the book’s issue and hence the necessity for its publication.
However, in the years since, there has been a growing criticism of “girlboss” culture –
originating in 2014 and relating to capitalism, gate keeping, and gaslighting – and the
commoditization of feminism and queer communities, in which profits earned from
performative solidarity and activism are not reinvested in a transformative way. This was
evident, for example, in the black squares on the Instagram profiles of retailers and
corporations during the protests marking the murders of Black men and women in 2020
and how few of these actors are continuing to raise consciousness today. The growth of
critical consciousness in recent years has provided publishers reasons to give Zakaria the
green light.
Within this analysis, the term “white feminism” does not signify the racial identity
of its participants; rather, it refers to “...a set of assumptions and behaviors which have
been baked into mainstream Western feminism.”23 In the opening paragraph, Zakaria
specifies further,
A white feminist is someone who refuses to consider the role that whiteness and
the racial privilege attached to it have played and continue to play in
universalizing white feminist concerns, agendas, and beliefs as being those of all
feminism and all of feminists.24

22
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The framework driving mainstream Western feminism primarily revolves around
a gender-only narrative that is narrow in concern and objective. The rhetoric and
activities of mainstream Western feminism is a call for parity between women and men,
and it is within this confined struggle that white women have taken the right to speak for
all women with limited exceptions. This dynamic forges the problematic assumption that
the disadvantages faced by women of color are the same as those of white women. This
argument, which only considers women’s gender insubordination, is flawed because it
does not account for white racial privilege. Subsequently, it does not account for women
of color who are affected by racial prejudice in addition to gender oppression. A
‘colorblind’ feminist negates the lived and political realities of women of color. Feminist
activities emerging in the 1960s were more prominent than previous feminist movements,
culminating into what many refer as the second wave. However, many Black feminists
felt their vision for equality was largely ignored and omitted from documentation. In
response, the Combahee River Collective decided to address these circumstances of
isolation and the ideological systems maintaining the erasure of Black women’s reality.

The Combahee River Collective and Black Feminist Artists
The Combahee River Collective first began operating in 1974 to position the
particular needs of Black women and lesbians, which were inadequately reflected in the
concurrent feminist and civil rights movements. Gathering for their second retreat in
1977, the organization of Black feminists formulated a collaborative proclamation titled
“The Combahee River Statement.” Organized in four parts, the statement outlines the

13

concerns of the group while identifying their political and social realities, which had been
previously ignored in contemporaneous feminist statements such as The Heresies
Collective’s, “Lesbian Art and Artists” which neglected to include a single woman of
color.25
The document reanimates the call for intersectionality, a term first coined by civil
rights scholar and critical race theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw. Crenshaw defines
intersectionality as a way to articulate the oppressive disadvantages specifically faced by
African-American women.26 Therefore, an intersectional feminism considers the
structural inequalities in addition to gender: race, faith, class, disability, and so forth. The
Combahee River Collective employs the term to describe how new categories of unjust
treatment develop from the symbiotic reinforcement of multiple oppressions.
The statement also originates the term “identity politics,” which theorizes the
collective’s belief that the most radical politics are directly tied to the identity of Black
women rather than to stopping somebody else’s oppression.27 Identity politics believes
that rather than framing a politics of a presumed universal subject (the default historical
subject of power, namely a white, landowning, heterosexual, able-bodied man), a more
radical politics can be established based upon the lived experience of identity –
particularly, the lived intersectional experience of gendered and racial difference. Thus,
while identifying with Black men in sharing the experience of racial identity difference,

25
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the group communicates the particular discrimination they face due to racial, gendered,
and sexual difference.
The Combahee River Collective provoked a critical debate regarding the
connection between mainstream feminism and the Black women excluded from it. The
activities of Black feminist artists in the 1960s acted as a catalyst for the collective’s
description, in the 1970s, of the tensions underlying mainstream feminism. This debate
carried into the 1970s and 1980s, and remains points of concern in contemporary society.
Artists Emma Amos and Faith Ringgold, whose practices emerged during the same
tumultuous period as “The Combahee River Collective Statement,” address many of the
concerns conveyed by the group through their use of textiles. Amos and Ringgold’s
textile-based techniques are indicative of the material’s capacity to be communicative,
thus broadening the textile’s utility as not simply a cloth to clothe people, or quilts to
warm them, but also as a means to engage with memory and tradition and confront the
historical erasure of Black women.

Hybridization of Technique and Unraveling Erasure: Emma Amos and Faith
Ringgold
The connections between textiles and their communicative applications have long
been made. Authors have dissected the word “textile” and considered its fragmented
“text,” as well as discussing both terms’ etymological origins from the Latin texere, “to
weave.”28 The language of textile can be charted back to the Bayeux Tapestry, an
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illustrative example of a fabric that tells a story and functions as a historical document.29
Associations between making textiles and familiar idioms like ‘weaving a story’
encapsulate how the genre of textile painting operates as a domain for communication. To
clarify this concept, this section focuses on artists Emma Amos and Faith Ringgold,
whose practices utilize traditional textile techniques combined with other methodologies
to communicate modern narratives.
Artist Emma Amos, who was born in Atlanta and moved to New York, was the
youngest member and only woman in the Spiral collective.30 Conceived in 1963 in New
York, Spiral encompassed a group of Black American artists whose interests lay at the
intersection of art and activism. Focusing on the role of Black artists in modern society,
Spiral’s members – including Charles Alston, Romare Beardon, Hale Woodruff, and
Norman Lewis – engaged in creative processes and sociopolitical activities addressing
conventional art-making concepts from a distinctly racial perspective.31 Although its
operations were relatively short-lived – it lasted about two years – the collective
contributed to ideas that resonate as much in contemporary society as they did in the
1960s. Without discounting Spiral’s collective impact on the art historical canon, the
group was not without its own implicit bias, particularly when it came to making the
collective accessible to its female members or, in this case, its female member. Amos
recounts her induction into the group which, she notes, was only granted once male
members reviewed her work, “a procedure that, [Amos] observed, other (male) members
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were not subjected to.”32 During this time, many of the artist’s works conveyed
experiences of isolation and ambiguity, reflecting the alienation she felt both within and
outside of Spiral.
For example, Sandy and Her Husband (1973) depicts a married couple embracing
in their living room (Fig. 1). However, they are not alone. As the viewer’s sightline drifts
beyond the pair, they notice Amos’ likeness hanging on the wall behind them. The
painting-within-a-painting is the artist’s 1966 self-portrait, titled Flower Sniffer (Fig. 2).
Amos’ meta-portrait version leans over while holding a bouquet of flowers and
maintaining a pivoted gaze toward the couple and, therefore, the viewer, whose focus is
first drawn to Sandy and her husband. This self-referential moment within the
composition reflects Amos’ own sentiments outside of it, operating on the margins rather
than the central focal point. What connected Amos to Spiral was a shared fearlessness
when challenging the Western canon and white conventions that blanket the world from
acknowledging perspectives constructed as ‘peripheral’ to the hegemonic framework.
Throughout the artist’s oeuvre, including her venture into textile engagement, Amos
emphasizes her goals of reconstructing prejudices related to art, its practitioners, and its
participants.33
Amos was cognizant of the implications ascribed to Black artists, especially Black
women artists, including the expectation that the work produced should somehow be
inherently political, regardless of actual intent. Such expectations also extend to the
representations, albeit limited, of Black women (and men) in the media. The
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representations include, for example, the ‘strong Black female’ and/or the ‘angry Black
woman/man’ tropes, which are routinely used in society and continue to be a focus of
inquiry for many artists, including Tschabalala Self, who is discussed in Chapter 2. These
flattened representations further reinforce systems of erasure by discounting the
dimensionality of daily lived experiences. Flattening representation into two dimensions
is the nature of stereotypes and the nature of textile can be strategized to deploy the
inherent multi-dimensionality of the material that then brings these issues to the forefront.
Amos’ work with textiles stemmed from her experience working for a
commercial textile designer in New York during the 1960s and continued into the
following decade when she taught textile design and weaving. Initially, the artist was
hesitant to draw attention to these occupations, citing her anxiety as coming from
craftwork’s constructed inferiority in the fine art field.34 However, the activities leading
into the 1980s, such as the feminist art movement, were a watershed for artistic
approaches, particularly textiles, that undermined institutional hierarchies and – as
discussed earlier – the associations of these approaches with low art and femininity.
Without abandoning her commitment to figurative painting, Amos subdued her
reluctance to employ the medium in her artwork. She began accenting her paintings with
frames of fabric from her weavings and a variety of African cloth, which embedded the
work with texture and resonated personally. The bold patterns and colors emphasize the
complexity within the medium and the message it carries.
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The Falling Series (1988-92) echoes Amos’ anxieties, specifically the erasure of
history, place, and people. Those feelings permeate the composition of her 1988 diptych
Into the Dangerous World I Leapt (Blake) & The Design Falls (Fig. 3).The two-panel
composition depicts Amos as a fragmented figure occupying both the upper and lower
panels as she plummets into space, but she is not alone. Flanked by a cat and dog, a man
reaches up from the plane below, gesturing to Amos as he falls away from the frame and
into the unknown. The stark and dangerous world is contained by the contrastingly bold
patterned frames of Kente and Burkina Faso fabric. The colorful frames provide some
solace from the dangerous world into which the figures fall. The fabric elements in this
painting (along with other strategic uses of color and dimension) focus the visual
narrative and re-establish a connection to one aspect of Amos’ cultural background.
The abundance of color in the fabric parallels the range of skin tones depicted
throughout Amos’ work. This was an intentional decision to dispute the “reductive notion
of blackness being propagated by a white male-dominated New York art world.” 35 In her
1994 artist’s statement, Amos explains, that
I became especially concerned with issues of freedom of expression in figurative
imagery, particularly the symbolic use of dark bodies. Researching the impact of
race, I found that white male artists are free to incorporate any image…Much of
this work continues to be seen as groundbreaking in its expression of will to cross
boundaries. When African-American artists cross boundaries, we are often
stopped at the border.36
Material intelligence feels elusive, most notably when we try to describe this
awareness. The philosophy of ‘tacit knowledge’ as it relates to craft – such as textiles and
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fiber – is also applicable to the notions set forth by Amos. In The Invention of Craft,
Glenn Adamson refers to this quality of craft and craft practice writing: “though it could
be described, it could never be fully accounted for in words. Nor is it universally
consistent.”37 The elusiveness of craft, which refers to the nature of craft skills as being
elicited and embodied in their learning resources, remains just as pertinent today and is a
significant factor to textile-based practices in queer communities, which will be discussed
later.
Race is also not universally consistent, which is communicated through the fabric
and figures within Amos’ artwork. Amos examines the body and image of Blackness
through her investigations of movement, fragmentation, and tension – a practice through
which she purposefully inserts people of color and ideas of Blackness into the canon from
which they have been historically omitted. Faith Ringgold, a contemporary of Amos,
deploys quilting techniques that provide a dimensional approach to re-imaging history.
Much like Zakaria, Ringgold faced adversity while finding a publisher for her
autobiography Being My Own Woman.38 After having her story turned away, Ringgold
started using quilts as an autobiographical tool, a move that fostered Ringgold’s
decades-spanning influential career as a multimedia artist and activist. Best known for
utilizing the traditional craft of quilt making, the Harlem-born artist has produced
numerous autobiographical works that tell stories from Ringgold’s life and others in the
Black community.
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As an activist, Ringgold participated in organizations such as “Where We At”
Black Women Artists (WWA) to support Black women artists who were alienated from
the male-oriented Black Arts Movement and largely white feminist organizations. 39 In
addition, she founded Anyone Can Fly, whose mission statement is “[expanding] the art
establishment’s canon to include artists of the African Diaspora and to introduce the
Great Masters of African American Art and their art traditions to children and adult
audiences.”40 Ringgold’s early works in the 1960s unified her artistic interests and
activism, putting forth her perspective on politically pressing and sometimes graphic
examinations of white culture. Later in her career, Ringgold maintained her position in
challenging prejudice. However, instead of using confrontational imagery, she subverted
the narrative by prioritizing the repair of racial stereotypes and presenting reconstructed
positive images that feature successful women as role models, counteracting flattened
violent representations of people of color.
The artist turned to quilting in the early 1980s. Utilizing techniques such as
sewing and appliquét, Ringgold sanctioned ‘matrilineal knowledge’ while tributing
African American female laborers. 41 This method of hybridized quilting, as Bryan-Wilson
notes, is an intentional look back to the historical context from which such strategies
emerged in the US. While quoting art historian Lisa Farrington, Bryan-Wilson explains
how women of color created quilt tops by incorporating their African-derived designs
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into Euro-American methods of quilt production.42 Modeling her work in a similar
manner and embedding a storyline into these techniques, Ringgold counteracts the
censorship of Black narratives, such as those enforced by publishers and editors who
control what women of color can write about. Ringgold confronts these silencing tactics
and considers their broader implications through her story quilts by spotlighting Black
American women who speak with autonomy, conviction, and authority. The narratives
center around a variety of historical and fictitious subjects whose stories range in interest
and cadence, thus reflecting the artist’s concern with material processes and retelling of
historical fragments.
Initially, Ringgold experimented with quilts in collaboration with her mother, and
together they developed a hybrid of techniques incorporating text, painted and dyed
fabric, patchwork, photo etching, and stitching.43 The artist’s first story quilt completed
without her mother was Who’s Afraid of Aunt Jemima (1983), and it took a year to
produce by hand (Fig. 4). The work addresses the aggressive and commercialized
stereotyping of Black femininity by radically re-envisioning the titular character – a
house slave portrayed on pancake mix and maple syrup boxes – as an entrepreneur.
Ringgold’s quilts “published the artist’s unedited words,” as her website states.44 In
addition, her textile forms point to material strategies for dismantling the craft-art binary
while exploring modernist art.
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There are undoubtedly more artists who comprehensively address these themes
and do so from outside the US and Europe. A limitation of this paper is that it focuses on
American artists whose works incorporate the historically contested material and lead
viewers to reimagine feminist art while acknowledging the erasure of racialized identity
within institutional discourse. The scope of this analysis is meant to address the scope of
feminism in the US, however, other artists and groups also address the marginalization of
identities outside the Euro-American landscape. Global methods for deploying cloth in
political activism can be seen, for example, with the Chilean arpilleras made during
General Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship (1973-1990). Arpilleras, the Spanish word for
burlap, consist of small cloth wall hangings made by arpilleristas depicting the human
rights violations experienced during the Pinochet regime. The hand-sewn and appliquéd
panels were initially smuggled out of Chile to bring global attention to the human rights
abuses occurring there.45 There are other global considerations for textile-based resistance
in addition to the Chilean arpilleras, particularly around discussions of migration and
global trade (and exploitation of labor), however for the purposes of this analysis, the
focus will remain on the US.

45

Bryan-Wilson, Fray, 143-178.

23

Chapter 2: The Materiality of Subjecthood and Representation
I say: the category of the subject is constitutive of all ideology, but at the same
time and immediately I add that the category of the subject is only constitutive of
all ideology insofar as all ideology has the function (which defines it) of
‘constituting’ concrete individuals as subject. In the interaction of this double
constitution exists the functioning of all ideology, ideology being nothing but its
functioning in the material forms of existence of that functioning.46
Identity…is best understood to be a socially and culturally mediated rhetorical
praxis that takes place through discourse and other social practices in the spaces
between a knowing being and knowing observers who may or may not be far
removed from the knowing being.47
The theme of this chapter will concern the formation of subjecthood and
representation. Discussing the theoretical frameworks developed by Louis Althusser and
Frantz Fanon, the purpose of this section will demonstrate how an individual is called
into being, and how identity is not born out of a vacuum but rather it is informed and
manipulated by societal relations that reproduce it. That said, not all individuals are
called into subjecthood in the same way, which will be discussed through Fanon’s
account of subject formation. Artist Tschabalala Self engages with these processes
directly and exemplifies how one can put textiles to use in order to resist interpellative
systems by making them visible.
Dynamism is central to identity, as practice and performance are indicative of the
formation of identity. Thus, identity does not emerge in isolation; rather, it is informed or
co-constructed by discursive and social interactions that rely on the presence of and
relationships with other people (or objects) within any context. In “Stitching (in) Trauma:
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Constructing Identity in Thread Behind Prison Bars,” Maureen Daly Goggin argues,
“Because materiality mediates social relations, it plays a crucial role in identity
performance.”48 Goggin then references British archeologist Joanna Sofaer, who expands
on Goggin’s notion by explaining how materiality functions as the visual representation
of social relations, “for it is through materiality that we can articulate meaning and thus it
is the frame through which people communicate identity.”49 In society, individuals are
positioned as alienated subjects with well-defined social roles. The definition of the self
is developed through one’s relation to other people, as well as through an exchange of
shifting and interchangeable meaning and desires, values, and images.
Identity, when understood as a social operation that formulates how the self is
made, is a socially informed and discursive construction, that determines how people
should be and should not be according to standards set by ideology – a powerful system
of beliefs, values, and practices that attempts to makes sense of the world and arises from
a (usually obscured) set of material (that is, social and economic) interests. Ideology,
then, may be understood as the medium through which individuals live their life in
relation to a social structure; further, it may also refer to when the ideas of the ruling class
become the ideas of everyone. The dynamics of social processes are representative of
power practices, which not only influence subjects but construct subjects. Therefore,
ideology constitutes concrete individuals as subjects (social reproduction).50 In short, the
ways in which we talk about the self are, on the one hand, multiplied, but, on the other
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hand, obscured by the processes of its very making. What is at stake in works by
Tschabalala Self is the concept of subjectivity.

Ideology, Subjecthood, and Representation
Louis Althusser introduced his concept of “interpellation” to explain the ways in
which, although people feel they are freely autonomous individuals, their identities are
constrained within a system of ideological categories that produce ideas with such a hold
that they are embraced and believed to be one’s own. The process of interpellation is one
in which people encounter socio-cultural values and internalize them through ideological
“hailing” which then transforms an individual or collective of individuals into subjects.
Through this process, ideology recruits subjects among the individuals in a society and
transforms them into subjects who are unconsciously trained to abide by societal norms
via a force that they consider to be a natural part of their lives.
Subjecthood is the constitutive category of all ideology: “there is no ideology
except for concrete subjects.”51 This is not the same as a biological personhood as genetic
material does not determine our societal roles. Social and economic roles do not emerge
in a vacuum, rather they are products of human invention and the institutions that exert
the power to define how people transform into subjects to best fit those roles. That is, to
be a self is to internalize an adopted image from outside of the self. Individual subjects
are not autonomously acting singularities, rather the individual subject depends upon a
process of internalizing the external effect of language into which they have entered.
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Subjecthood refers to the category that precedes the individual – people are always
already subjects constantly practicing the rituals of recognition.52 They are hailed or
recruited into subjecthood through the process of interpellation.53
Individuals are “always already subject,” as Althusser writes: “the rituals of
ideological recognition, which guarantee for us that we are indeed concrete, individual,
distinguishable and (naturally) irreplaceable subjects.”54 Althusser provides an example
of being hailed into subjecthood in which a police officer calls out, “Hey, you there!” to a
person on the street, and the hailed individual turns around in response. As he states, “By
this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical conversation [the hailed individual]
becomes the subject.”55 Individuals are constituted as concrete subjects through
interpellation (being hailed into subjecthood), and the fact that people do not recognize
this interaction as ideological speaks to the power of ideology. Because it is
communicated via covert apparatuses that are encountered daily, such as educational,
religious, and even family systems, ideology is pervasive enough in its constitution of
subjects that it forms people’s reality and thus appears to them as true or obvious.
Focusing on the Black female body as a subject, Tschabalala Self’s practice
considers the constructions of Black American identity and ways in which those
constructions play out in contemporary society. Particularly, she examines how that
identity is channeled through the “ideological state apparatuses” of Black American pop
culture.
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Tschabalala Self: Piecing and Stitching Subjecthood
Tschabalala Self states that it is not a self-conscious act to define space to act in
opposition of white-centric and white-universalizing systems (i.e., bell hooks’
“oppositional gaze”). Rather, it is a part of her identity that has been inherited, by default,
based on her lived experience “having grown up as a Black person in America.” 56 In
conversation with the artist, she divulges that framing these notions as conscious
decisions can serve “to better contextualize [her] work for a white audience.”57 Self’s
philosophy, she explains, is directed introvertedly and, by not centering others regardless
of race, she channels the energy needed for creating the work. If there is any centering
involved, it is in relation to the process of doing.
Born in 1990 Harlem, New York, Self’s extensive approach to materials is a
defining characteristic of her practice exploring the complex dynamics of identity.
Composed of a material medley, the artist’s ‘paintings’ approach a collage-like formality.
By incorporating thread in addition to paint, her materials and construction methods
make possible for a scale of autobiographical and emotional poignance that would be
incommunicable via the use of simple adhesive. Instead, Self’s works bring forth the
interiority of her compositions, which communicate the subject’s existential sensitivities.
As she explains, “the complex interiority of my characters [is articulated] through the
multiplicity of materials used to articulate [the character’s] exterior form…Collaging and
assemblage allow me to create new ways for audiences to see and perceive the body.”58
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Self sews and pieces together paintings and drawings with found and recycled textiles,
ultimately producing a dynamic and gravitational narrative.
The artist pulls from a vast resource of materials to create her works, which
includes recycling components from her other works and combining them with ‘personal
scraps’ of fabric taken from old cloth and her family home. 59 Self engages with the
medium’s utilitarian purposes and its aesthetic dimensionality. In conversation with
Hyperallergic, she describes her attention to dimensionality as it relates to the primary
focus of her work:
I think about texture because the primary inspirations for my works are Black
female bodies, which have a variety of hair textures, tones, and forms. This
variety has become an important formal aspect of my work. The thread in my
paintings has two functions. It has a utilitarian purpose of binding all materials
together, but then I also use it to draw and define dimensionality to define features
in the body with the stitch line. So, not all the stitching is functional, some
[stitches] are adornments.60
The multimedia paintings express Self’s methodology for transforming the figure
from fragmentation to reassembly. She has stated that this type of process, which is
almost experimental in nature, can reveal “how abstraction impacts the gendering and
racializing of a figure.”61 In our conversation, Self explained the weightiness of the term
opposite, noting that, from her standpoint, to state that Black people are in opposition to
white people is not quite accurate. She explains,
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You're more trying to find a way to understand things that doesn't put you at the
bottom of everyone's boot. You're more just trying to find a way into these
labyrinths of scenarios - real life interactions, visual media, all these things - and
where your identity is recognized, or even your existence is validated as any kind
of way. So you're not "in opposition to," maybe it's more of a critique, or you're
trying to deconstruct the system so you can see if you can find yourself
somewhere within it. You take it apart, bit by bit. And see if you can find yourself
somewhere within it.62
Thus, Self’s focus on the Black female body – though other works incorporate male
figures – are not there to function in opposition to white bodies, or whiteness at all: her
figures are existing to be. That said, these material investigations weave in the
implications of subjectivity and representation of Black bodies in Western society and
American pop culture. Subjects are said to have a consciousness; that is, they believe and
freely accept the ideas of ideology. As avatars, Self’s subjects attempt to transcend
subjectivity.
Her figure’s function as avatars that allow for the examination and critique of
violence that is projected onto Black bodies. In doing so, the characters can engage with
and therefore deflect interpellative subjectivity. If ideology and, by extension,
interpellation – since they are “one and the same thing”63 – function through covert
systems to ensure they go undetected and are therefore socially reproduced, Self’s avatars
engage directly with these processes and are fully aware of their existence. Therefore,
their awareness confronts the very nature of subjectivity because the process of
interpellation that is indicative of the formation of the subject is not unwittingly accepted.
According to Althusser, interpellation is a daily and continuously re-performed
calling (hailing) into subjecthood; therefore, ideology has “always already” interpellated
62
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individuals as subjects. However, Frantz Fanon argues that people are not collectively
interpellated into subjecthood in the same way; therefore, individuals cannot, as
Althusser states, be “always already” the same kind of subject. Some individuals are
historically subjects while some are historically objects, commodities that can speak –
such as in the case of colonized and enslaved people – or abject.64 Discussing his account
of interpellation, Fanon recalls being hailed in relation to the color of his skin, the result
of which, “the body schema, attacked in several places, collapsed, giving way to an
epidermal racial schema.”65 Fanon emphasizes how the epidermal racial schema is reified
to the surface of who he is, and in the moment he is describing, Fanon is reduced to the
layer of his skin (as a subject of racial difference) and then produced further to this
‘other’. Fanon’s account illustrates how all ideological state apparatuses hail subjects in
different ways, thus highlighting a particular ideological form of subjecthood –
specifically, how the Black subject comes to be within a paradigm of social difference.
Fanon continues his account: “I made up my mind, since it was impossible to rid myself
of an innate complex, to assert myself as a BLACK MAN. Since the Other was reluctant
to recognize me, there was only one answer: to make myself known.”66 By not simply (or
blindly) accepting ideological systems that construct subjecthood, Self’s avatars engage
with it directly to evade the cultural attitudes from which they are hailed into being.
Ol’ Bay (2019), from Self’s 2017 “Bodega Run” series, features a Black woman
whose figure is made from photographic reproductions of other works by the artist (Fig.
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5). The front of her body is positioned just slightly away from the viewer while her head
is turned to face us. Dressed in nothing, but with a smile and rouged cheeks, the figure
acknowledges the viewer’s looking as she browses aisles of La Morena and Goya
products – a nod to the items one would frequently encounter in bodegas. The reference
to the bodega in the work (and throughout the series) suggests an intention to magnify the
Black and Hispanic communities at risk of displacement from gentrification in New York
City. Self discloses,
I want to create works about Black people so that Black people won’t be forgotten
because it’s too easy to erase Black communities’ contributions. By allowing my
work to participate in a conversation around paintings, and live within the
institution — I am reclaiming space for ignored and hidden narratives.67
In many ways, satire faces ideological and racial interpellation; however, at the
junction of race and satire comes the opportunity to resist an existing reality and create
new meanings. Ol’ Bay ’s visual narrative builds around its central character: her
exaggerated forms refer to the fetishization of Black women’s bodies, while the
environment she is situated in points to the erasure of racialized communities. The
materials also offer an additional and pertinent understanding of their subjectivity from
within the crafted composition. The striking sheet of fabric stitched into canvas originates
from the same bolt of cloth Self’s mother sourced for fabricating curtains in her
childhood home.
Embroidery, as Parker argues throughout The Subversive Stitch, is historically
associated with the construction and reinforcement of the feminine (domestic, chaste, and
quiet). Thus, in Self’s artwork, it serves as a juxtaposition to the smiling nude figure. This
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disparity between the neutral (though nostalgic given its source of origination) fabric and
the nude figure calls attention to the ways in which Black women’s body parts are
caricatured, hypersexualized, and ultimately vilified through censoring. By selecting
sentimental material, the work chronicles Self’s artistic vocation and personal memories
that fasten the work, literally and conceptually, to broader interpretation. Materiality is
interwoven with her subject matter and experiences, and perhaps becomes an extension
of identity, one that is attempting to consciously act and redirect focus towards questions
about subjective formation. Self engages directly with processes of subject formation,
racial stereotypes, and political materiality and as a result, she successfully
conceptualizes these covert systems through her narrative assemblage and brings to light
issues that are often withdrawn from critical (and societal) recognition.
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Chapter 3: Fluid Materiality and Queer Textile-Based Practice
The politics of cloth seem inescapable, and material and technical histories are
fundamental to my choices as a maker…The materials are stand-ins for political
ideas, for people, for moments, for gender expressions.68
LGBT has long been a common initialism to describe members of the
non-heterosexual and non-cisgender community. Recently, it is becoming common
practice to add an additional letter to the initialism: Q. The label queer, once a derogatory
slur, has since been reclaimed and used by many people on the LGBT+ spectrum. This
reclaiming can largely be done because of the term’s lack of fixed meaning and its
subversion of its previously derogatory usage. However, queer is not interchangeable
with specified (or non-specified) identities. This chapter applies Bryan-Wilson’s
definition of the term as referring to a broad spectrum of sexualities, practices, and
subject positions.69
The unstable nature of the material application of textiles and its techniques make
the medium a compelling tool for queer artists. John Chaich, co-editor of Queer Threads:
Crafting Identity and Community, coined the titular term “queer threads” while observing
the growth in visibility and practice of queer artists working with fiber.70 At a panel
discussion, Chaich and the accompanying artists pointed to the medium’s elusiveness as
echoing a fluidity similar to queer sensibilities:
What was normally seen as feminine can now be decidedly masculine; what may
have been considered a craft, or “low” art, is elevated to high; and what was, for
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eons, typically reserved for still life tableaux, portraits, hanging pots or decorative
coverlets, is now the province of provocation – sexually and otherwise...71
For these reasons, many purveyors of textile and fiber art are examining the same
concerns discussed in earlier sections: gender roles, identity, semantics, and the domains
of societal relations that surround queer culture. Expanding on the legacies of feminist
textile practices, as well as Althusserian ideological interpellation and Fanon’s racial
interpellation, this chapter focuses on the practice of non-binary queer artist of color
Chiffon Thomas to explore the relationship of textiles to crafting an identity in flux.

Cloth and the Queer Community
Bryan-Wilson reiterates the same concern of this paper: textiles are particularly
positioned as being most aligned with the materiality of gendered labor. She notes, “those
debates are often about the limits or boundaries between high and low.”72 However, as
demonstrated thus far, textiles cannot easily be confined within binary schemes; rather,
they are a tool that can negotiate flexible matrices while engaging in a diversified range
of production by a just as diversified range of makers. Much like Amos, Ringgold, and
Self do, queer-making practices have found in textiles a way to explore identity in ways
that speak to their histories and lived realities:
Black feminists like Ringgold have used quilts in their art for several decades…so
too have queer artists picked up textile techniques as a way to examine sexuality
and handmaking, not least the way the fabrics, with their implicit reference to
bodies and bedcoverings, connect the private and public.73
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Queerness has now also been established as a site for commoditization – its
marketization is seen, for example, in how the LGBTQ+ Pride month has become a
branded holiday. However, Bryan-Wilson further makes the case for craft-making as a
necessity and resource to “physically bring objects, and new forms of representation and
self-expression, into the world.”74 Fiber-based craft is a site of interest for queer artists to
explore queer sensibility. The medium’s capacity for deconstruction (of technique,
material, and so on) can be a means for exploring the ways in which the craft’s historic
relegation to the periphery as ‘other’ to a centeralized fine art might resonate with queer
identities and sexualities.

Identity Fragmentation and Repair: Chiffon Thomas
Identifying as a non-binary queer person of color, Chicago-born interdisciplinary
artist Chiffon Thomas incorporates a variety of techniques and materials in their evolving
practice and investigates the representation of an “impossible body.”75 These techniques
include hand embroidery, collage, sculpture, drawing, and mixed-media painting.
Thomas’ “impossible bodies” are representative of the self as split, fractured, and
ever-evolving. Their use of tactile methods results in fragmented figurative assemblages
that encourage the viewer to decode the interiority of the composition’s visual language.
Thomas grapples with the subject of the crafted body, which aligns with broader issues
that coextend to gender, race, and sexuality. Oscillating between figuration and
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abstraction, the crafted figures reject definitive characterization and act as conductors of
autobiographical and collective narratives.
The artist’s embroidered mixed-media paintings are sourced from Thomas’ family
archives, personal memories, and cultural childhood references. These images undergo a
transformative process, beginning as the original photographs that are deconstructed into
sketches from which the artist rebuilds the image with found fabric and sinuous thread.
The figurative assemblages depict quotidian scenes of interaction: a woman barbers a
man; a father naps with his newborn. Other works portray domestic scenes that are
sketch-like and vacant. Thomas achieves an impactful texture through thread
disbursement, as seen in the layering of different colored stitches on the faces and bodies
of the crafted figures – an effect similar to Amos’ technique. An interesting tension
emerges from these images: the use of nostalgia-inducing materials personal to the artist
are void of sentimentality. This tension is both a product of the artist’s methodologies and
of their examination of social and familial relationships.
Thomas opts for metal screen mesh, like those used for windows, instead of aida
cloth – an open, even-weave cotton fabric that facilitates cross-stitching. The metal mesh
can hold its shape, thereby allowing Thomas to further manipulate the dimensionality of
their composition. For example, in I’ll See For You If You Speak For Me (2020), the
embroidered figures are poised, as if levitating, atop the layered fabrics (Fig. 6). Despite
embroidery’s traditionally repetitive and uniform application, Thomas’ poignant gestures
mirror the articulated expressiveness of painting with an added spatial, almost sculptural,
consideration. In A mother who had no mother (2018), the mesh matrix again lifts the
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figure from the painted and pieced canvas (Fig. 7). Neither the scene nor the figures
within it are confined by pictorial convention. Instead, they are gravitating outward and
below – almost actively engaging with the spectator and urging them to invest deeper into
their meaning. There is a paradoxical relationship inherent to the work due to the
quickness of a photographic snapshot and the mindfulness of embroidered stitching.
Furthermore, both mediums are methods of preservation and repair. In particular,
embroidery is a restorative practice with therapeutic-like repetitive gestures that are
grounded in a sense of tradition and nostalgia. In the queer community, textiles have a
history of mending trauma and memorializing events. For example, the NAMES Project
AIDS Memorial Quilt was conceived in 1985 by activist Cleve Jones and has remained in
production since, as a way to visually represent the magnitude of the HIV crisis and
epidemic by articulating the names and the lives lost.76 For many, the AIDS Quilt was a
project for mending and processing grief over losing loved ones, for Thomas, their work
examines processes of mending and creating familial relationships.
Thomas’ works reflect their interest in family relationships, “how they are being
mended and how they are being created.”77 Their investigation enables an excavation of
archival information before it is lost. In conversation with The Creative Independent,
Thomas explains, “I would like to at least archive something, or keep something in this
world to pass along so that there’s not more gaps created.”78 The act of archiving
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information and mending relationships is inherent to the history of embroidery and cloth
in general. Life and memory are immediately transferable to cloth: a stain on a T-shirt can
be representative of a delicious meal shared with another or the scent of a loved one that
is imprinted on their bedsheets. There is also the especially visceral grieving experience
of cleaning closets: archiving memory-imprinted textile while acknowledging the
absence of the life to whom it clung. These experiences relating to cloth indicate a sense
of empathy, which is a theme that often plays into Thomas’ practice. Their approach to
material choice and technique often emerges from moments of introspection and
internalized trauma.
A primary focus of the artist and their 2021 exhibition, Antithesis, continues to be
looking to the past and exploring psychological conditions. The works expand on
Thomas’ interests surrounding identity, particularly the fractured self. Though still
possessing aesthetic qualities, Antithesis is a slight departure from their embroidery
artworks in that it is more explorative in both scale and materiality. “Antithesis,” the title
of the exhibition and the works included, refers to instances of coexistence where two
opposing forces negotiate ways of being within the same environment or acting as a
single entity. Elements of fracturing are evident throughout the series, especially the
many works that feature fragmented body casts of the artist.
Thomas also incorporates identifiable architectural elements such as plaster
columns. The function of columns, its literal and more abstract objectives, in relation to
social constructs presents an abundance of material meaning. It is difficult to divorce the
functional and linguistic cues that signify relations of power (i.e., weight carrying,
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resilience, reinforcement, etc.). Thomas connects their work to the social constructs that
control bodies of color or marginalized bodies by projecting onto them the same function
as the columns: “to be something to hold a heavy weight…to be this resilient figure, and
to be able to take abuse and be oppressed.”79 Some of the works use materials that
reference Thomas’ upbringing in a religious community, and in addition to architectural
elements (columns), they incorporate embroidery with found objects of material
significance. “I introduce material to elaborate meaning,” Thomas says in an interview
with Art Zealous, “a solid material or dense material signifies something that cannot be
penetrated and is indestructible.”80 In Untitled (2020), materials such as bibles and other
religious doctrines signify how the body is more than just biological materials; rather, it is
also a vessel constructed and informed by a rigid ideological content (Fig. 8). In
Antithesis, Thomas juxtaposes architectural elements like columns (decorative,
structurally supportive, firm) with fiber and textile (decorative, structurally adhesive,
soft). The contrast of materials reflects a dichotomy of gendered connotations within a
single individual work, reflecting the fluidity of identity and its formation.
The works also dismantle the constructed association of embroidery with the
feminine. In one work there is the frantic and aggressive stitching where the embroidery
floss is stretched taut between the fractured chest of a fragmented torso (Fig. 9). It is
unclear whether the stitches work to mend or maintain the disjointed body. In this way,
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Thomas has marshaled the technique for its malleable properties, that is, the capacity for
embroidery floss to be strained, stiffened, and prevail against tension, to a point that
edges on the threshold of breaking. Such qualities can be related to the body and how it
too can hold tension and be pulled apart, physically and psychologically.
Queer artists embrace the intimate and political characteristics of cloth, and queer
textile artists navigate the ways in which textile can transcend categorization beyond its
redemption from craft and placement within the conventions of fine art. This
consideration leads to broader interrogations about appreciation and value which directly
confronts the constructs that determine what constitutes art.

41

Chapter 4: Implications of Institutional Display and Curatorial Practice
So far, the ability for textiles to communicate and visually signify broader
concepts of making concrete meaning and being. Considering textiles’ transitive
properties and their strategic use in challenging second wave notions of art-making, it is
critical to consider the issues related to the reception and representation of textiles,
particularly, the material’s relationship to the production of cultural value. The growth of
the global art market obscures boundaries that can rehabilitate center-and-periphery
distinctions. While the art world’s embrace of textile art has presented a lot of
opportunities, it remains critical to continue examining some of the motivations for
embracing the artform and asking who is in the driver’s seat and for whom they are
driving. These final thoughts take a closer look at those directing the wheel of discursive
sway and receiving the benefit of designated value and legitimacy. In doing so, this last
chapter points towards the broader consequences and risks of display and curatorial
practices which stem from, and function through, Euro-American direction valorizing
previously excluded genres and artists while not considering those for whom they speak
and act.
Institutional display (i.e., museums) evolved from the early European
Wunderkammern, also known as the Cabinet of Curiosities in which collectors gathered
objects together and placed them inside to emphasize their worldly knowledge as well as
their ownership of said objects. Undergoing various renditions, transforming from
Cabinet of Curiosities into national institutions (e.g., the National Gallery, the Louvre,
etc.), the purpose of museums stem from the need for housing and displaying objects of
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educational significance, be that scientific, cultural, or aesthetic.81 Museums can thus be
understood as having an ancillary role in how the objects they contain are interpreted and
valued. Behind the scenes, conservation and archival efforts promote value by selecting
objects to preserve for future study. Furthermore, exhibitions designate value through
methods of display that highlight the object’s visibility to promote new meaning and new
history. As an overall institution, the museum operates at the crux of cultural valuation,
and lasting reputations are dependent on these organized systems. For these reasons,
exhibition work tends to favor a narrower set of interpretations that reinforce the goals of
the institution within a curated framework.
In the paper “Valorizing Gee’s Bend Quilts: Affinity, Adjacency, and the Modern
Eye,” Karin Peterson and Leisa Rundquist describe the museum’s role as a site embedded
with cultural influence, assigning and projecting cultural value upon handmade and
collected textiles. They argue that these systems of value are communicated through
modernist aesthetic frameworks that allow the institution to increase visibility and
therefore legitimate the quilts of Gee’s Bend.82 Located just southwest of Selma, the
community of Gee’s Bend, Alabama, has raised the interest of art critics, historians,
folklorists, and more, all who seem to paint a picture of Gee’s Bend as a “lost
civilization” newly discovered with a treasure trove of creative output from its inhabitants
who endure conditions of extreme poverty and isolation.83
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The authors examine the display practices in the various displays of the Gee’s
Bend quilts, which have occurred at a number of major institutions across the country,
For example, The Quilts of Gee’s Bend toured from 2002 to 2006 and exhibited at the
Museum of Fine Arts in Houston, the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York,
the Corcoran Gallery of Art, and more. In doing so, they reveal how curatorial decisions
situate the perceived value and legitimacy of the quilts only in comparison to the
aesthetic experiences found among modernist “masterworks.” Peterson and Rundquist
note how articulating such side-by-side comparisons, such as situating a quilter’s work
within the same frame as a modernist painting by Barnett Newman, “[constructs] a
correspondence between canonical exemplars of modern painting and an unfamiliar
quilt.”84 Curators could not consider the merit of the work created by the quilters of Gee’s
Bend without comparing it to whomever the canon presently deems as a model of
superior value. It is through this relationality that the quilts may be designated as
institutionally legitimate. Furthermore, the value of the work is dissociated from the
process of making it when curators consciously separate the work from its construction.
In the exhibition catalog for The Quilts of Gee’s Bend (2002), there is a stark contrast
between the number of images showing the quilts in Gee’s Bend context and showing the
quilts on institutional display. The disproportionate attention paid to the quilts within
institutional contexts further isolates the work from its relation to class, race, and gender,
which indicates the lived experience of the maker.85
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These types of curatorial and institutional decisions further demonstrate how
hierarchical structures covertly influence and reinforce systems of the status-quo.
Peterson and Rundquist state, “The Quilts of Gee’s Bend employed strategies of affinity
and adjacency to reveal the quilts’ ‘merits’ and to elevate these objects to the status of
fine art by engaging one’s imagination and memory of the canon of modern art.”86
Operations such as the valorization of Gee’s Bend quilts function from behind the illusion
of propriety while also choosing to remove the maker from the context of their work. The
institutional embrace of the handmade is regarded by many as a progressive step towards
reconstructing long-embedded hegemonic approaches. That said, it is worth asking how
much is actually changing when display practices fail to include sufficient contextual
material, and in addition, what results when attention is not paid toward those for whom
these “changes” are benefitting.
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Conclusion
Craft theory and practice are not inherently progressive, but through closer
readings, we can examine objects as intricate knots of political meaning and
subjectivity that are shaped by many (often opposing, or contradictory) forces.87
Textiles speak to the complexity of identity and provide a uniquely visceral
avenue for self-expression. Though long relegated to marginalized segments of society
and dismissed as a lesser art form, through the dynamism and versatility of the medium,
textile has proven to be an especially potent art form for communities that have also been
historically overlooked. This analysis problematizes the examination of textiles,
specifically how the medium is investigated through a narrow white-centric lens of
feminism and the enduring acceptance of textile as a subversive strategy for a
universalized, white, heterosexual, and cisgender subject. For this investigation, research
focused on the objects made by and the object making processes of contemporary artists
whose works invoke the ties between the weight of memory and the formation of
racialized subjecthood and between material influx and queer identity. This study refers
to examples of textile strategies carried out by contemporary artists whose practices
reflect broader implications for craft discourse beyond the material’s relationship to
generalized gender difference. Cloth remembers and therefore serves as a vehicle for
memorializing experiences. Textiles communicate and can therefore harness the power of
expression to articulate against political forces through materiality. Fiber-craft is elusive,
its processes are elicited from embodied knowledge that render fiber art difficult to rest
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easy in a single realm of genre, therefore it is effective to align the fiber form with similar
complexities inherent to the dynamism of identity.
The first chapter of this paper focused on textile-based practices that explore the
material’s relationship to generalized gender difference and the exclusion of concepts of
race by addressing and critiquing the legacies of white-centric feminism. The section also
addressed the limitations of Western mainstream feminism and the dangers of valorizing
universalized concepts that seek to dismantle systems of oppression while reinforcing
those very same structures. Applying the concepts outlined in both Zakaria’s Against
White Feminism as well as the call for intersectionality and identity politics in the
Combahee River Collective’s 1977 statement, works created by Black feminist artists
Amos and Ringgold demonstrated the use of fiber-based narratives as a method for
subverting the historical erasure of women of color by focusing on the lived experience
previously excluded from the mainstream feminist and art canon. The aim of this chapter
was not to confine these efforts to ones that are subversive of embedded notions but to
see how such methods are, in fact, reconstructive.
The second chapter took up where the first left off and explored the ways in
which textiles could be and was strategically used to navigate subjecthood and racial
processes of interpellation and address racial inequalities and perceptions. The career and
practice of Tschabalala Self demonstrated how the medium can be pieced together to
critically navigate the ideological formation of subjecthood. Self’s work gauges the level
and nature of racialized stereotyping in contemporary society and intervenes effectively
by directly engaging with racial processes of interpellation.
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The third chapter sought to expand on the themes and strategies for engaging with
identity formation by considering the material’s relationship to sexuality and queer
practice. This section also addressed the capacity of the material to register queerly.
Without making any generalized claim about textiles, the chapter focused on relations
between the material’s instability, pliancy, and flexibility. Chiffon Thomas’ application of
materiality in their Antithesis series becomes a language that details how opposing forces,
whether objects or bodies, coexist within a single space. Thomas stated,
Through fracturing faces, I try to represent how individuals compartmentalize
trauma and sometimes create multiple identities in order to heal. Sometimes this
is how dissociative identity disorders develop. It’s also emblematic for when
people of color have to color-switch. You often have to split into multiple
identities and veil who you most comfortably are.88
The nature of textile effectively proposes different sorts of bodily orientations and
processes of becoming, as in the case of Thomas’ artworks.
Craft making and craft objects mirror society’s strata and the way individuals and
their interrelationships, exchanges, ideological strategies, and traditional techniques and
utility are valued. The purpose of the final chapter is to serve as a departing question
regarding how critical legitimacy is constructed and who determines value for discursive
consideration. This frame of skepticism can be further translated to innumerable practices
within and outside of craft and their positioning within contemporary society.
The reconstruction and redefinition of the role and position of textile art in the
pantheon of contemporary art is evidenced and validated by the recent focus and
recognition given by well-established and internationally recognized players and
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institutions in traditional art markets. From the Whitney Museum’s ongoing Making
Knowing: Craft Art, 1950–2019 to the valorization of the Gee’s Bend quilts. When a
market seizes attention, it comes with a profitability risk. To illustrate this last stipulation,
I refer to Self’s work titled, Out of Body (2015), which sold to a private collector for
more than six times the pre-sale estimate in June of 2015.89 Self described the auction
circuit as a spectacle, one that features and profits of the Black bodies featured
throughout her work. The avatars who transcend their subjectivity through
self-possession have been, in the context of the auction, sold and traded—similar to what
Self’s ancestors endured.90 The market, in this case, reductively buries the material of
labor that artists like Self channel through their work and effectively flattens the history
of lived experience in the process.
While benefitting institutional and market systems, the personal materiality
inherent to the artworks is reduced, particularly those that incorporate literal parts of the
artist’s self (e.g., personal clothing, fabric from childhood, etc.). In relations of exchange
such as these, collectors and institutions benefit, whereas artists do not receive any profit.
In the best-case scenario, the artists’ markets improve from such visible exchanges, but in
the worst-case scenario, according to Self, artists are financially exploited and then
discarded.91 The significant reappraisal of fabric art by institutions and their critical
recognition appear to be an effort to eliminate and compensate for this indefinite genre’s
historical marginalization. The fact that many of the issues that shape societal power
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relations persist in contemporary society and are further carried through institutional
display practices raise the issue as to whether such reappraisals have ventured far enough.
Rozsika Parker’s contribution to textile discourse emphasizes embroidery’s
subjugation to gender oppression, describing the technique as a method of resistance
against prescribed gender roles. The breadth and depth of understanding has expanded
since the publication of The Subversive Stitch. As demonstrated by this analysis and other
related investigations, textile and all of its affiliative methods can no longer be the
domain of the white heterosexual Euro-American female gender. Artists turn to fiber to
address the politics of genders, sexualities, and being and belonging through
intersectional frameworks that further confront colonization, race, migration, and class.
Disruption calls for transformative change and epistemological skepticism, and
this is particularly necessary for those who maintain positions of privilege and power
who are attributed with defining currencies of cultural value within institutional
discourse. It is not enough to insert a person as an appendage and call it “diversity”—that
is not radical change. This process requires conscious action, emphatic questioning, and
purposeful repositioning. The purpose of the analyses presented throughout this paper is
to address the shortfall in mainstream feminism’s approach to issues of gender difference
and highlight instead, for consideration, only some of the innumerable ways in which
textiles can be deployed as a useful technique to communicate, in process and in result,
concepts of complexity that are integral to forming, shaping, and restitching social and
political relations and intrinsic to how history is constructed and how identity is
informed. The politicized history of the medium reveals textile-based practice as a tool
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for critiquing white-feminist canon of the second wave. Highlighting artist practices, this
analysis focuses on the implications of textiles, in hopes that it can encourage readers,
scholars, and participants within and outside of the art field to view this topic differently
and overcome any hesitancy to question what, why, and how historically marginalized
practices (and people) are valued and whom does that value prioritize.
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Figure 1. Emma Amos, Sandy and Her Husband, 1973. Oil on canvas, 44 1/2 x 50 1/4
inches. The Cleveland Museum of Art, Ohio. John L. Severance Fund. © Emma Amos /
VAGA at Artists Rights Society (ARS), NY.
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Figure 2. Emma Amos, Flower Sniffer, 1966. Oil on canvas, 50 × 50 inches (127 × 127
cm). Brooklyn Museum, New York. William K. Jacobs, Jr. Fund, © artist or artist's estate.
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Figure 3. Emma Amos, Into the Dangerous World I Leapt (Blake) & The Design Falls,
1988. Acrylic on canvas with hand-woven fabric and African fabric borders, diptych, top:
33 x 65 inches (83.8 x 165.1 cm); bottom 33 1/4 x 67 1/2 inches (84.5 x 171.5 cm).
Ryan Lee Gallery, New York. © Emma Amos, Courtesy the estate of the artist and Ryan
Lee Gallery, New York.
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Figure 4. Faith Ringgold, Who’s Afraid of Aunt Jemima?, 1983. Acrylic on canvas, dyed,
painted and pieced fabric, 90 x 80 inches (229 x 203 cm). ACA Galleries, New York.
© Faith Ringgold / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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Figure 5. Tschabalala Self, Ol’ Bay, 2019. Painted canvas, fabric, digital rendering on
canvas, hand-colored photocopy, photocopy, paper, Flashe, gouache, and acrylic on
canvas, 96 × 84 inches (243.8 × 213.4 cm). Courtesy of the artist and MoMA PS1, New
York. Photo by Charles Mayer. © Tschabalala Self Studio.
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Figure 6. Chiffon Thomas, I’ll See For You If You Speak For Me, 2020. Fabric, chalk
pastel, embroidery floss, thread and window screen mesh, 21 1/2 x 20 inches. Image
courtesy the artist and Kohn Gallery, New York.
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Figure 7. Chiffon Thomas, A mother who had no mother, 2018. Embroidery floss, acrylic
paint, and canvas on window screen, 57 x 44.5 inches. Goldfinch Gallery, Chicago,
Illinois. Image courtesy the artist and Goldfinch Gallery.
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Figure 8. Chiffon Thomas, Untitled, 2020. Installation view. Black pigment, paint, chalk
pastels, bible books, semi rigid plastic, polyurethane foam, 17 x 9 x 12 inches. Kohn
Gallery, New York. Image courtesy the artist and Kohn Gallery, New York.
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Figure 9. Chiffon Thomas, Untitled, 2021. Installation view. Silicone, charcoal dust,
embroidery floss, wire, windows, 88 x 43 x 20 inches. Kohn Gallery, New York.
© Chiffon Thomas, Courtesy the artist and Kohn Gallery.
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Appendix A
Interview with Tschabalala Self, Monday, January 10, 2020.
Speakers
(T) = Tschabalala Self; (A) = Author
A: I am currently writing my thesis that focuses on black women artists and non binary
artists of color who are using textile in their practices and trying to expand on the
white-centric feminist ideology that motivated a lot of the movements in the past,
particularly from the 1960s through the 80s. I wanted to learn more about your practice
and your thinking and compositional decisions when it comes to using textile for a lot of
these same subversive strategies with your work. You've mentioned in other interviews
the impact of artists like Emma Amos and Romare Bearden, are there other critical
theorists and artists or literature that has influenced your practice?
T: Yes, I would also say Faith Ringgold is a touch point. Dindga McCannon is another
artist who I think a lot about as well in terms of their use of textiles within a larger
conversation around painting, or at least the works that are exhibited like paintings. Also
assemblage artists like Nora Purifoy, even though he's not necessarily using textiles, just
using a kind of accumulation of material. Even an artist like Al Loving is kind of using a
canvas itself in an unpredictable way...There's so many artists I think about a lot.
A: I'm also interested in how craft's historical effacement plays into your textile work. In
the past you've mentioned you remove the 'material hierarchies' from your mind. Does
the craft/art divide echo into your practice, in your approach with the medium?
T: Well, even the use of the textiles isn't such a self-conscious decision. It's something
that just evolved organically out of the kind of work I was doing in my studio at the time.
I would say the same thing for my affinity or my liking for craft, craft-oriented work. It's
just something that is a sort of aesthetic preference that I have. It's a kind of artwork that I
grew up with a lot in my family home. So, I think there's not such a self-conscious thing
like, 'Oh, I'm going to reference this kind of work to make this kind of political cultural
statement'. It's more that these are the kinds of things that I'm familiar with, these are the
kind of things that I grew to have a liking for - this aesthetic. And then when I decided, as
I grew into my own as a maker, this is kind of my default setting almost, as an aesthetic. I
think that I have a lot more to do with it. But if I look at my own work and my own self
more objectively, I can see - I didn't need perspective to get any political perspective why I would gravitate towards that kind of work. And I can understand why I would,
what that means politically, but when I initially was making my work, it wasn't something
I was so conscious about.
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A: Do you think using that type of practice or those methods play into memory and the
history of your family?
T: Yeah. I would say more immediately it does. It's an understanding that, in a more
historical context, I see that it does because craft and quilting and also the idea of this
upcycling, recycling - and it having a lot of ingenuity when it comes to being creative and
finding resources for things - are all things that are kind of embedded in a Black
American cultural heritage.
A: You've broadened your practice beyond the canvas to include a lot of audio and
recently performance-based works, even translating those same sort of stitching qualities
and collage qualities into mediums beyond assemblage. Can you speak a little bit more
about that? Is that an unconscious development, or were you conscious of those parallels?
T: Now that I am working in different genres that I feel like come less intuitively to me
than painting, and that's at the point where I'm really unpacking what I've done in the
painting realm. And trying to come up with some kind of general philosophy, or some
kind of general set of rules, that then can be applied to any other artistic prompt. So
understanding collage, assemblage, understanding even some of the craft - craft the kind
of perspective - like trying to make circles fit into squares, and that kind of thing.
Applying that to things that come less easily to me. So I will say in that way, yeah. With
the performance piece, really thinking about it very similarly to how I would a painting
like layers. Building a project by layers is building a project bit by bit. Having kind of an
accumulation of different pieces and allowing them all to come and come together to
create one whole sum, one whole thing that's larger than they would be as individual
pieces. And then with the sound piece, again, kind of thinking about how to do collage
when it's not physical objects. When there's something that's somewhat ephemeral, you
know? What do materials even mean in that context? Now that I'm working in different
genres, I'm definitely being more self aware of what exactly I'm doing, and how it relates
to my painting practice. I think all that stuff is so rooted in collage and also this
accumulation.
A: Your past exhibition, the "Out of Body" show at ICA Boston, [and] speaking of
collage and of fragmentation - putting together and stitching together - you describe the
double consciousness that's inherent in this body of work from "Out of Body". Can you
describe further this type of double conscious and code-switching? How that impacts how
you would like your art to be viewed, how you view your art, and how you talk about it
with different people.
T: I don't remember that part of the show so clearly, everything goes by so fast, but I
think I understand what you're referencing. For me, I don't feel like I necessarily code
switch personally, but I feel like it's more that things can have two meanings that want,
right? It's like when people speak about this a lot in regards to religion or philosophy. A
lot of times there's a mass understanding of a certain kind of tenant or idea, but then
there's a more esoteric understanding for people who are more familiar with the text, are
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more familiar with the culture, are more familiar with the true meaning of the philosophy.
I mean, it could be the two meanings of things. I feel like I make my artwork, it's just in
terms of my own personality. I'm not inclined to ask one way in one context, and then put
in all this extra labor to repackage myself in another context. But I can pick one painting
and the painting can mean to the viewer themselves, depending on their own cultural
backgrounds, an array of different things. I've noticed that the viewers that I have, whose
lived experience is more aligned with my own, have perspectives that are generally more
aligned with my own intentions with the work. Whereas people who grew up in a
different culture, they have a different perspective on the work. I can't say one
perspective is truer than the other... but it was really looking at, is it two sides potentially
of the same coin, is two different ways of viewing through one object. I was saying
maybe, in the "Out of Body" show, that that's something - a phenomenon - that I've
noticed in regard to the work and is actually made sometimes quite difficult to talk about
the work or explain the work, because a lot of times people are already coming to the
work with a certain idea and their ideas are already nestled in their own cultural
experience. And the cultural spaces can be so vast or sometimes they fall into these really
neat kinds of predictable binaries as well. But I feel like sometimes that prevents people
from believing or truly understanding my intention with the work, because they're already
coming to it with their own opinion. Which is not necessarily bad. I can't say that's the
wrong way to experience the work. But I guess the bigger thing is that the work can be
understood differently by people depending on their own experience. That's more than
doubling. You can fraction even more than just two - it can go even farther than that. But
I do think that there is an understanding of the work that, generally, I would say fits more
into a maybe Black American worldview. Then there is a perspective on the work that
would be more aligned with what people would generally call a white gaze. And if there
is any kind of binary in terms of perspective, or regard to the work, that might be one of
the main ones that I encounter. But there are tons of other different kinds of dynamics I've
seen in regard to work...different kinds of parallel ways of thinking that are affecting how
people are experiencing the work. But then again, I don't even want to say though - that
the Black American perspective and the white gaze perspective are necessarily even
parallel. There's some instances in which those perspectives actually intersect and
overlap, and my work for one particular show, the "Cotton Mouth" show, dealt with that
topic. But that's kind of what I think I was getting at with the "Out of Bodies" mission
statement for the ICA Boston show.
A: That's a rich amount of information that you deal with and is experienced by viewing
your work. [As] a white privileged female trying to view work from an objective stance is
an interesting practice - and approaching this and other work by artists that employ these
similar strategies and similar questioning and philosophies - ...[an interesting practice] of
understanding and expansion of thought.
T: I've noticed even within most Black audiences that there seems to be, a lot of times,
difference of opinion in regard to work, depending on age, region, where the person's
from. And also, I would say class backgrounds, not in the sense of how someone actually
grew up in an economic way, but more whatever kind of class position they would like to
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see themselves as being in relation to, or being adjacent to. So there's a number of
different ways in which one's perspective of something can be shifted. I've seen so many
different people having so many different opinions about my work based on all those
numbers of things.
A: You've spoken up in the past about the complexities with auction sales. I'm curious to
learn more about your position on that - how auction sales are benefiting the auction
house and the buyer rather than the artist....There's a lot of attention being paid to
contemporary African art and Black artists, and there's sort of the risk that comes with the
valorization, like the fetishization of Black artists and Black art.
T: I guess we've all heard a lot of people speak about it, but when something's really that
hot on the market, then people wonder whether or not it's like a fad or commercial
moment. And then the fear is, once that moment passes or once the fad is over, then what
happens to the career of the artists, what happens to their market. And then have these
individuals continue to make their work, support themselves, and all the rest of that stuff.
Those are some of the concerns I imagine people have. I feel like those are generally the
primary concerns people have with the auction house like, "Oh, if this goes wrong, how's
it gonna affect my financial future?" It's going to be a situation where a lot of money was
made off of generally marginalized people, by people who are not generally
marginalized. And then the people who the money was made off of - did they get any of
the money? Or is their situation financially exploited and then discarded, and a lot of
other people end up making like a lot of money. So, as I said, [that's] the worst case
scenario that can happen with an auction, within the auction context. My biggest gripe
with the auction is, I don't like that my work is in that system, primarily because of the
subject matter of my work. I do portraits of black bodies. I don't want my work spoken
about in the auction, I don't want my work at the auction, because it has such a literal
connection to my own personal experience here as a Black American person - because I
am a descendant of like American slavery, right? I don't feel like it's an appropriate
context for my work. So that's the primary reason why the whole conversation to me, it's
just generally annoying and seems really lowbrow. Outside of that, though, for all the
other immediate practical reasons...I don't receive any money from the auction. I'm very
much involved in it, in terms of my name and reputation, but I don't have any control
over it. Most people don't like situations like that. It could go well, it can go well, it can
do these things for your market. That's all true. All the people who are pro auction - pro
secondary market - everything they say in that regard is true, but it can also not go well.
If it doesn't go well, I personally think it's more catastrophic....If it goes badly, what it can
cause is worse than the benefit if it goes well. And it can improve your market, if it goes
well, but your market is probably already decent if you're at the auction. But if it goes
poorly, it can erase years or more, depending on how long you've been working...So I
don't think it's worth the risk. It's a highly risky environment. It's not stable. And once
again, you have no control over it. So even people who you would normally do business
with like your art dealers, whatever they have, they don't have as much control over that
either. So it just seems like a really volatile thing. Also because of how the arts
community is covering the auction houses right now - it's a big topic - so it sucks a lot of
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air out of other conversations...This moment, this fitness and financial thing: everything
is super, super highly monetized, [and] becomes super, super commercial. And works
about that make sense. Maybe your work is about capitalism or something that makes
sense. But if your work is not about that, and you can't harness that conversation to have
a larger conversation about whatever other conceptual concerns you're building in - your
practice - it's just a huge distraction.
A: Are you building on and exploring any other conceptual ideas in your practice now?
Are there new sorts of things you're examining that are different or surprising to you than
they were when you first began?
T: I don't think so. I'm actually kind of boring in that way. But I feel like it's always
unfolding to me. I feel like, by telling a story about yourself, you could tell a story about
everything. You write a story about a person, you can tell a story about everything:
humanity, society, the existential. I don't feel like it's necessary to attack these big
monsters that exist out in the world because all those monsters that are out in the world,
are also the same monsters that are inside of each one of us. If you just go into yourself,
you can find everything that you want to find, and you can also conquer everything that
you want to find. Everything out there, that you feel like is against you, is primarily
inside you first.
A: You've had a lot of success: you've been interviewed, and your work has been
analyzed etc. Are there any questions that you wish people would ask you? About
yourself, your practice, or your work?
T: I don't think that there's a question that I want to be asked, that I haven't been asked
yet. I feel like all those kinds of questions I would be too shy to answer. But I'm always
curious to know what other people would like to know, what other people need to know
and understand more. What needs to be expanded upon, on my part, for people to have a
better experience with the work. I'm always curious about the viewers. I'm just curious
about people in general, and that's why I'm so committed to figuration in general. So
yeah, I'm always more curious about what other people are thinking.
A:When you're making like these figurative works, the black female body and the black
body in popular culture, does bell hooks' oppositional gaze ever come into play when
you're sort of making these decisions?
T: I would say that bell hooks in general is a big touchstone for me…I definitely agree
with that idea [of the oppositional gaze]. I would say that if my work is related to that, it
is because I (having grown up in this society) would have by default inherited that kind of
gaze. But for me to say that [the oppositional gaze] is something that is super self
conscious, I don't know if that's true. I mean, this is something that I used to do a lot
earlier on in my career. A lot of things that I knew were just part of my identity (like
having just grown up as a Black person in America) I would talk about as if these are
conscious decisions that I'm making...as a way to better contextualize my work for a
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white audience. But I personally am not walking into the world thinking, "Okay, I'm
going to take on this oppositional gaze," because I'm not an individual that centers
whiteness. I'm actually not an individual that even centers. I'm kind of in a weird way
very introverted as an artist. I'm always in my own head. I'm not really a person that
centers other people in general. I'm always thinking about my own stuff, kind of, so I
can't say [the oppositional gaze] is something that I'm actively putting energy into doing,
but do I think that it's true 100%. And if I think about the Black women that I know in my
life, and I think about how I want to understand their perspective, that is a good way to
understand their perspective. I lean away from saying it's 'opposite', it's kind of a
weighted term. Even the idea that Black people are in opposition to white people, I don't
feel like that's accurate, it's not one hundred percent accurate - it's almost almost there,
but it's not exactly...You're more trying to find a way to understand things that doesn't put
you at the bottom of everyone's boot. You're more just trying to find a way into these
labyrinths of scenarios - real life interactions, visual media, all these things - and where
your identity is recognized, or even your existence is validated as any kind of way. So
you're not "in opposition to," maybe it's more of a critique, or you're trying to deconstruct
the system so you can see if you can find yourself somewhere within it. You take it apart,
bit by bit. And see if you can find yourself somewhere within it. But I feel like I
definitely did that a lot when I was younger. America is such a visual culture, it's such a
media driven culture...you're constantly inundated with images, different kinds of images,
like mantras, logos, slogans, that stuff is constantly coming at you. And Black people are
used and commodified in a very, very weird way and not in that system. Black women
have a very, very, very particular role generally within that system more so, maybe, in the
past, but I think so now too. You're constantly getting this [image] that's using your
likeness, that was created by someone that likely looked like you. And even if they
looked like you, in terms of your race, they didn't have your same gender as you. It's
almost like you're trying to decipher what the symbol is. So I wouldn't say it's
'opposition,' it's more like a critique, or it's more just trying to figure out what it is that's
trying to be communicated with you, because it's an uncanny image. It's uncanny: it
should know you're looking, but it's not based on anything that you know to be real. I feel
that's what Black women in particular are constantly inundated with - this really
subversive visual messaging. If you're not constantly critiquing it, it's going to destroy
you. It will rot you from the inside out. If you're not constantly saying: "Stop. What is
that? Why is that?", if you just accept it, you let it wash over you. You'll end up in a
situation where you don't like yourself, and maybe you may even hate yourself. That's
why I think, unfortunately, that happens to a lot of Black people in this American context.
They deal with a lot of feelings of self hatred and this light of themselves, because they're
constantly getting these messages.
A: Do you have anything that you're excited for and anticipating? New projects?
T: I'm really excited about this show opening at the Consortium in Dijon. I'm looking
forward to making some new paintings this year. Last year, I focused so much more on
that performance piece than on paintings as I normally would, but I needed that break
from [paintings] anyway. So now I'm actually itching to go back to the studio and make
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paintings, which is a good place to be. But yeah, I'm just thankful to be, have a new year
starting new projects, and still have more work.
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